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The US suspended a US$4.1 million aid program to promote judicial reform in Honduras less than
a week after a court there sentenced a US citizen to 10 years in prison for homicide. Gustavo Valle,
a former Miami resident, was convicted of killing Luis Canales during a 1993 gunfight. Valle had
been held without bail since the killing that arose from a land dispute. Release of the funds, part of
a US$28 million package for 1998, has been held up in the US Congress where more than a dozen
members have written the Honduran legislature to express concern about the long delay in bringing
the case to trial.
US Embassy spokesperson in Tegucigalpa Marti Estell said the aid "will be suspended until the
situation of Valle is adequately solved." In 1993, Valle was in Honduras to manage 60 hectares of
farmland owned by his family. He said local landowners who wanted his land had threatened him
and that Canales was a hired killer who had fired a gun at him the previous evening. When Valle
attempted to file charges the following day in Talanga, a small farming town 32 km northwest of the
capital, he encountered Canales on the street, Valle said.
When Canales drew a pistol, Valle and one of his Honduran employees opened fire, killing Canales,
Valle said. Valle says he fired in self-defense, but the judge in the case appeared to question that,
saying Canales was shot 10 times. Honduran law allows for parole in certain cases after defendants
have served half their term, leading some to believe that Valle would be released after sentencing
since he has already served five years. But the law applies only to cases in which an appeal has not
been filed. Valle has not said if he will appeal the ruling.

US decision, an 'intrusion on sovereignty'
The Honduran government denounced the decision to freeze the aid calling the action an intrusion
on Honduran sovereignty. Following the announcement by US Ambassador James Cregan that the
funds were being withheld, Supreme Court president Oscar Armando Avila told a news conference
the US is attempting to blackmail his country into freeing a murderer. "I will not traffic in the
nation's justice because of pressures from the US, which respects its own laws but does not do
the same with the rules of other nations," Avila said. He denied claims by relatives of Valle that
Honduran officials demanded a US$350,000 bribe for his release.
Still, in an interview broadcast by US television network ABC before Valle was sentenced, Avila
said he was making an effort to reform the judicial system, but that the law in Honduras is often
applied "under the influence of Mr. Money." Avila has since said he was misrepresented in the
broadcast and will take legal action against ABC. In December, apprehensions about the impartiality
of Honduran justice were heightened when former Honduran judge Mildred Budde, after being
abruptly dismissed from the Valle case, told The Miami Herald, "The scales of justice are tipped
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against Mr. Valle." Deputies in the National Assembly issued a declaration criticizing foreign
interference in internal affairs and the US action linking funds to the decision of a Honduran
criminal court. In addition, a week after appealing for calm to maintain "excellent" bilateral relations
between countries, President Carlos Flores echoed the Assembly saying, "The administration of
justice should be made without the pressures or the influence of anyone."
Vice President Gladys Caballero called the Valle case a "campaign by US TV networks against
Honduran justice," and banned foreign journalists from entering Honduran prisons. In the coming
weeks, the National Assembly plans to review the Code of Criminal Procedures, enacted in 1906 and
now considered obsolete. The code is considered partly responsible for the slow pace of justice and
the large number of prisoners kept in prison for years while awaiting trials.

Suspension follows US economic sanctions, deportations
The Valle case has further strained relations between the US and Honduras coming on the heels of
trade sanctions initiated April 20 and the massive deportation of undocumented Hondurans from
the US (see NotiCen, 04/23/98). The sanctions were in response to the pirating and broadcast of US
television programs in Honduras.
The suspension of Honduras' preferential trade benefits under the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI)
could cause losses of US$5 million this year in exports (see NotiCen 03/05/98). [Sources: Associated
Press, Reuters, 04/08/98; Inter Press Service, 06/08/98; Notimex, 06/08/98, 08/14/98; The Miami
Herald, 08/15/98]
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